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STS 201 004: Understanding Technological Society
Spring 2021
Dr. Adam Knight
Meetings: Tuesday/Friday Central King Building 116, 12:30-1:50
Student Hours: Wednesday, 1:30-2:30
Contact: ack33@njit.edu
Prerequisites: None
Course Description: From the outside, it can appear that there isn’t much in social science that
is terribly scientific. The study of institutions, centuries-long patterns of behavior, or perception
of interest (to name a few) are difficult, if not impossible to conduct in laboratory environments.
Still, the various social sciences all have something to say about many things which are
scientific. This is especially true of technology.
This class will introduce you to the social sciences. The aim here is not to cultivate a deep
understanding of all of them, but rather to examine how social “scientists” develop, ask, and
answer questions. So, rather than focus on a particular social science, the focus will be on the
various responses to our increasingly technological society. How does technology shape the
people who use and are exposed to it? To what degree is technological development an
unmitigated positive? Can technology be helpful or harmful independent of its application?
In examining and critiquing the answers to these questions, you should develop a sense of the
sorts of questions social scientists ask and how to evaluate the arguments they make. More
importantly, you should gain an understanding of social science’s significance as a broad
category of inquiry whose insights can give context to “hard” scientific investigation. You might
even learn a thing or two about technology (at an institute of technology, no less)!
We’ll be looking at questions regarding technology and society generally to start the semester,
but at about the halfway point we will shift gears. Many of the questions surrounding technology
and society are played out in the definition of environmental problems and the search for
solutions. By examining the debates over the thorny issues these definitions raise, we have the
opportunity apply the understanding gained over the first half of the class to ongoing questions
regarding pressing issues in the present tense.
Course Objectives
Over the course of the semester, students will:
•
•

Explore and critique discussions regarding technology’s place in society as a means of
developing a familiarity with social scientific inquiry.
Cultivate the skills necessary to communicate their ideas via in-class discussions and
written responses to prompts.

•

Construct and articulate ideas regarding technology’s place in society to inform these
discussions and responses.

Grade Breakdown
Reading Quizzes (20%). Each week’s readings will be the subject of multiple-choice quizzes
over the readings’ content. They are timed, but they are also extremely brief and are not designed
to trip you up. If you’ve read (or watched) the material, you should do quite well. These quizzes
will be due Monday at 11:59 pm.
Reading Responses (25%). There will be five prompts which will require you to write a 1-page
(~325 word) response to a question on a topic covered in the readings. Each prompt will be
released at the end of class and each will be due that Friday just before midnight. You must use
the readings in your answer and you must cite your sources.
Midterm Exam (10%). The midterm exam will consist of a single prompt which you will answer
in a short essay (2-3 pages in length, at least 650 words). You must use at least two assigned
sources in and you must cite your sources.
Attendance (10%). Credit for attendance is given according to the proportion of classes you
attend.
Participation (10%). There will be ample opportunities to answer and ask questions over the
course of each session. Credit for this portion of the grade is assigned according to the proportion
of weeks in which you contribute constructively in some way to the discussion in class, either by
asking a question, answering a question, or participating in a topically relevant discussion with
your classmates.
Final Exam (25%). The take-home final consists of four essay prompts. You will respond to the
two you feel most comfortable with in essays of at least 2 pages (~650 words in length). You
must use at least two assigned sources in each essay and you must cite your sources.
Grades
A: 90-100%
B+: 85-89%
B: 80-84%
C+: 75-79%
C: 70-74%
D: 60-69%
F: <60%
Extra Credit
There will not be any extra credit offered for this course.
Required Text

All readings are posted to the course site. All videos are available at the urls listed on the reading
schedule.
University Policy on Academic Integrity
Academic Integrity is the cornerstone of higher education and is central to the ideals of this
course and the university. Cheating is strictly prohibited and devalues the degree that you are
working on. As a member of the NJIT community, it is your responsibility to protect your
educational investment by knowing and following the academic code of integrity policy that is
found at: http://www5.njit.edu/policies/sites/policies/files/academic-integrity-code.pdf.
Please note that it is my professional obligation and responsibility to report any academic
misconduct to the Dean of Students Office. Any student found in violation of the code by
cheating, plagiarizing or using any online software inappropriately will result in disciplinary
action. This may include a failing grade of F, and/or suspension or dismissal from the
university. If you have any questions about the code of Academic Integrity, please contact the
Dean of Students Office at dos@njit.edu.
Delivery
This class is organized to be delivered as converged starting February 2, 2021. Until then, it will
be conducted entirely remotely, delivered as synchronous online (as per President’s Bloom’s
announcement). NJIT defines synchronous online as the following:
“Synchronous Online: delivery of instruction takes place during the day and time noted,
independent of location. All course activity can be completed online through the learning
management system. There are no face-to-face sessions, but remote attendance is expected
(https://www5.njit.edu/registrar/instructionaldelivery/).”
NJIT defines converged learning as the following:
“Converged Learning: Delivery of instruction is independent of place, merging the physical and
virtual classrooms. There is an attendance expectation and students can choose to attend class
face-to-face or using real-time synchronous video conferencing technology. Some instructors
may require occasional proctored exams. (sometimes referred to as a synchronous distributed
course)” (https://www5.njit.edu/registrar/instructionaldelivery/).
This means that students will have the option to attend the class in person starting February 2nd if
they reserve a seat via the application NJIT has developed for this purpose. Otherwise, students
will participate remotely, to be conducted via Webex.

STS 201 008: Understanding Technological Society
Spring 2021
Dr. Adam Knight
Meetings: Tuesday/Friday 2:30-3:50 via Webex
Student Hours: Wednesday 2:30-3:30
Contact: ack33@njit.edu
Prerequisites: None
Course Description: From the outside, it can appear that there isn’t much in social science that
is terribly scientific. The study of institutions, centuries-long patterns of behavior, or perception
of interest (to name a few) are difficult, if not impossible to conduct in laboratory environments.
Still, the various social sciences all have something to say about many things which are
scientific. This is especially true of technology.
This class will introduce you to the social sciences. The aim here is not to cultivate a deep
understanding of all of them, but rather to examine how social “scientists” develop, ask, and
answer questions. So, rather than focus on a particular social science, the focus will be on the
various responses to our increasingly technological society. How does technology shape the
people who use and are exposed to it? To what degree is technological development an
unmitigated positive? Can technology be helpful or harmful independent of its application?
In examining and critiquing the answers to these questions, you should develop a sense of the
sorts of questions social scientists ask and how to evaluate the arguments they make. More
importantly, you should gain an understanding of social science’s significance as a broad
category of inquiry whose insights can give context to “hard” scientific investigation. You might
even learn a thing or two about technology (at an institute of technology, no less)!
We’ll be looking at questions regarding technology and society generally to start the semester,
but at about the halfway point we will shift gears. Many of the questions surrounding technology
and society are played out in the definition of environmental problems and the search for
solutions. By examining the debates over the thorny issues these definitions raise, we have the
opportunity apply the understanding gained over the first half of the class to ongoing questions
regarding pressing issues in the present tense.
Course Objectives
Over the course of the semester, students will:
•
•

Explore and critique discussions regarding technology’s place in society as a means of
developing a familiarity with social scientific inquiry.
Cultivate the skills necessary to communicate their ideas via in-class discussions and
written responses to prompts.

•

Construct and articulate ideas regarding technology’s place in society to inform these
discussions and responses.

Grade Breakdown
Reading Quizzes (20%). Each week’s readings will be the subject of multiple-choice quizzes
over the readings’ content. They are timed, but they are also extremely brief and are not designed
to trip you up. If you’ve read (or watched) the material, you should do quite well. These quizzes
will be due Monday at 11:59 pm.
Reading Responses (25%). There will be five prompts which will require you to write a 1-page
(~325 word) response to a question on a topic covered in the readings. Each prompt will be
released at the end of class and each will be due that Friday just before midnight. You must use
the readings in your answer and you must cite your sources.
Midterm Exam (10%). The midterm exam will consist of a single prompt which you will answer
in a short essay (2-3 pages in length, at least 650 words). You must use at least two assigned
sources in and you must cite your sources.
Attendance (10%). Credit for attendance is given according to the proportion of classes you
attend.
Participation (10%). There will be ample opportunities to answer and ask questions over the
course of each session. Credit for this portion of the grade is assigned according to the proportion
of weeks in which you contribute constructively in some way to the discussion in class, either by
asking a question, answering a question, or participating in a topically relevant discussion with
your classmates.
Final Exam (25%). The take-home final consists of four essay prompts. You will respond to the
two you feel most comfortable with in essays of at least 2 pages (~650 words in length). You
must use at least two assigned sources in each essay and you must cite your sources.
Grades
A: 90-100%
B+: 85-89%
B: 80-84%
C+: 75-79%
C: 70-74%
D: 60-69%
F: <60%
Extra Credit
There will not be any extra credit offered for this course.
Required Text

All readings are posted to the course site. All videos are available at the urls listed on the reading
schedule.
University Policy on Academic Integrity
Academic Integrity is the cornerstone of higher education and is central to the ideals of this
course and the university. Cheating is strictly prohibited and devalues the degree that you are
working on. As a member of the NJIT community, it is your responsibility to protect your
educational investment by knowing and following the academic code of integrity policy that is
found at: http://www5.njit.edu/policies/sites/policies/files/academic-integrity-code.pdf.
Please note that it is my professional obligation and responsibility to report any academic
misconduct to the Dean of Students Office. Any student found in violation of the code by
cheating, plagiarizing or using any online software inappropriately will result in disciplinary
action. This may include a failing grade of F, and/or suspension or dismissal from the
university. If you have any questions about the code of Academic Integrity, please contact the
Dean of Students Office at dos@njit.edu.
Delivery
This class is organized to be delivered as synchronous online. NJIT defines synchronous online
as the following:
“Synchronous Online: delivery of instruction takes place during the day and time noted,
independent of location. All course activity can be completed online through the learning
management system. There are no face-to-face sessions, but remote attendance is expected”
(https://www5.njit.edu/registrar/instructionaldelivery/).
This means that class will be held via virtual meeting software, in this case via Webex.

STS 201 Reading Schedule
Caveat
I reserve the right to alter the syllabus with notice. An announcement will accompany all such
changes.
Tuesday, January 19
•

Syllabus

Friday, January 22
•
•

Bite-Sized Econ, “Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations - Book 1 Chapter 1 at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oJWb_Xh4K20
David Rotman, “How Technology is Destroying Jobs”

Tuesday, January 26
•
•

Langdon Winner, The Whale and the Reactor, Preface
Winner, “Technologies as Forms of Life”

Friday, January 29
•

Winner, “Do Artifacts Have Politics?”

Tuesday, February 2
•
•
•

Bernward Jeorges, “Do Politics Have Artefacts?”
Robert Moses, “Slums and City Planning”
Anthony Walton, “Technology Versus African-Americans”

Friday, February 5
•
•

Winner, “Techne and Politea”
Response 1 due

Tuesday, February 9
•
•

Lewis Mumford, “Authoritarian and Democratic Technics”
Paul R. Josephson, “Technology and Politics in Totalitarian Regimes”

Friday, February 12
•

Winner, “Building a Better Mousetrap”

Tuesday, February 16
•
•

Thomas Simon, “Appropriate Technology and Inappropriate Politics”
Knut H. Sørensen, “Cultural Politics of Technology: Combining Critical and
Constructive Interventions?”

Friday, February 19
•

Cathy Davidson, “Project Classroom Makeover”

Tuesday, February 23
•

Philosophytube “Data” at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fCUTX1jurJ4&t=1348s

Friday, February 26
•
•
•

Mara Einstein, “Why Ads Don’t Look Like Ads” in Black Ops Advertising: Native Ads,
Content Marketing, and the Covert World of the Digital Sell
Elizabeth Tobey, “Advertising Works. Don’t Believe Me? You’re My Favorite
Demographic”
Nigel Hollis, “Why Good Advertising Works (Even When You Think It Doesn’t)”

Tuesday, March 2
•
•

Robert Putnam, “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital”
Thomas H. Sander and Robert Putnam “Still Bowling Alone?: The Post-9/11 Split”

Friday, March 5
•

Sherry Turkle, Selections from Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology
and Less from Each Other

Tuesday, March 9
•
•
•

Edmund Burke, “Change and Conservation” and “Preserving and Reforming”
Katherine Viner, “How Technology Disrupted the Truth”
B. Guy Peters, American Public Policy, Ch. 1 pp. 12-20

Friday, March 12
•
•
•

Andrew Kirk, “Appropriating Technology: The Whole Earth Catalog and Countercultural
Environmental Politics”
Paul Pierson, “Increasing Returns, Path Dependence and the Study of Politics”
[RECOMMENDED]
Response 2 due

Tuesday, March 16: NO CLASS – SPRING BREAK
Friday, March 19: NO CLASS – SPRING BREAK
MIDTERM DUE MARCH 22
Tuesday, March 23
•

Burkhard Bilger, “The Great Oasis”

Friday, March 26
•
•
•

Daniel Etsy, “Free Trade and Environmental Protection,” pgs. 393-397
Cherry, Miriam A. and Judd F. Sneirson, “Beyond Profit: Rethinking Corporate Social
Responsibility and Greenwashing After the BP Disaster.”
Response 3

Tuesday, March 30
•
•
•

Judith Layzer, The Environmental Case, Ch. 1
Zachary Smith, The Environmental Policy Paradox, Ch. 1
Drysek, The Politics of the Earth, Ch. 1

Friday, April 2
•

Rosenbaum, Environmental Politics and Policy, pp. 121-123, 141-153.

Tuesday, April 6
•

Rosenbaum, Environmental Politics and Policy, pp. 153-163, 195-201 (10th Edition).

Friday, April 9
•

Layzer, The Environmental Case, “Love Canal: Hazardous Waste and the Politics of
Fear”

Tuesday, April 13
•

Judith Layzer, The Environmental Case, Ch. 13 “Cape Wind: If Not Here, Where? If Not
Now, When?”

Friday, April 16
•
•
•

Rosenbaum, pp. 123-132
Layzer, 3rd Ed. Chapter 4, “Community Activism and Environmental Justice” [PDF]
Response 4 due

Tuesday, April 20
•
•

Dorothy Nelkin, “The Political Impact of Technical Expertise”'
Wood and Vedlitz, “Issue Definition, Information Processing, and the Politics of Global
Warming.” [RECOMMENDED]

Friday, April 23
•
•

Regina Axelrod, “Democracy and the Global Nuclear Renaissance”
Qvist and Brook, “Nuclear Power in Sweden” [RECOMMENDED]

Tuesday, April 27
•

IPCC Summary for Policymakers, 2018, point C.

•
•

Martin, “The Dubious Promise of Bioenergy plus Carbon Capture”
G. Kristen Rosendal, “Global Biodiversity Governance: Genetic Resources, Species, and
Ecosystems” [PDF]

Friday, April 30
•
•
•

Matthew Paterson, Understanding Global Environmental Politics, ch. 5 “Car Trouble”
Samuel Florman, “In Praise of Technology”
Response 5 due

Tuesday, May 4
Review for the final
FINAL EXAM DUE DATE TBD

